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FLATHEAD LAKE BIOLOGICAL STATION PLANS OPEN HOUSE
MISSOULA—
The Flathead Lake Biological Station will hold an open house Saturday, July 18, from 8 a.m.
to 5 p.m. for those interested in learning about the station’s research, educational and community
service activities. The facility is located on the east shore of Flathead Lake on Highway 35 about
halfway between Poison and Bigfork.
The open house will include nature walks to view the station’s animals and plants at 9 a.m.
and 1 p.m ., boat tours on Flathead Lake in the station’s research vessel — the Jessie B - at 11 a.m.
and 2 p.m ., a talk by station director Jack Stanford in Elrod Hall titled “Sustaining Quality of Life
on the Crown of the Continent Ecosystem” at 3 p.m ., displays of area birds and mammals in the
Mammalogy/Ornithology Building, and an aquatic animal display in the Lakeside Lab.
Station faculty will be on hand to answer questions, and student projects will be displayed in
poster form in the Elrod Laboratory.
“There also is a museum that has some station history,” Stanford said.
Located on scenic Yellow Bay, the station has been a base for study of the Flathead RiverLake ecosystem for 99 years, and a centennial celebration is planned for next year. The station is the
second-oldest biological field station in the United States. And with nearly $2 million in federal and
private research funds earmarked for various projects annually, the station has become one of the
major industries in the Flathead Basin.
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Stanford said the station has always been important for monitoring the health of Flathead
Lake, which he describes as the most economically important water body in Montana. However,
during his 1998 State of the Lake address, given June 21 in Bigfork, he said funding for routine
water monitoring in the lake is in jeopardy. The annual water monitoring program costs $80,000,
and the state Department of Environmental Quality will pay only half of that amount.
Stanford said $40,000 is not enough to continue a meaningful and accurate monitoring
program on the lake. He is prepared to work with entities such as the Flathead Lakers, a group of
landowners and citizens concerned about the lake, to find a solution, but he will be forced to stop
monitoring this winter if more funds aren’t forthcoming.
Stanford said monitoring is critical at this juncture. Water quality in the lake has declined
because of pollution from human sources, regulation of water levels in the lake by the Kerr and
Hungry Horse dams, and changes in the lake’s food web associated with the invasion of exotic
opossum shrimp. Indeed, the state DEQ now lists Flathead Lake as a nutrient-impaired body due to
nutrient pollution from human sources. Major blooms of blue-green algae in 1983 and 1993 signal
that pollution is increasing.
"At the turn of the century and up until 30 years ago when I started my scientific career on
Flathead Lake, water quality was about two times better than it is today,” he said. “Nutrient
pollution is the cause of this gradual decrease in water quality. However, this trend can be
reversed.”
Stanford said pollution from street drainage in urban areas, cumulative inputs from many
septic systems in rural areas, dust and smoke in the atmosphere, and runoff from agricultural and
timber lands are a sizable problem. To mitigate these impacts, he suggests measures such as fencing
livestock out of streams and lakeshores, reducing the quantity of agricultural and slash burning,
paving dirt roads to reduce dust, giving better prescriptions for forest harvest and road building,
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improving sewage treatment systems as more residents go on line, and replacing old or failing septic
systems.
Stanford said the establishment of opossum shrimp in the lake during the past decade has
created an agonizing ecological situation. The increase of shrimp may have caused a jump in lake
trout populations. This in turn may be causing an alarming drop in bull trout populations, since
biologists presume lake trout are eating the baby bull trout as they enter the lake from the river
system. A panel of fisheries experts concluded that lake trout should be netted to prevent the demise
of the bull trout, a species now listed for protection under the Federal Endangered Species Act. This
solution doesn’t sit well with some local fishermen.
“I believe that more needs to be known about how the food web works before we invest huge
sums of money in lake trout control,” Stanford said. “We must be able to reasonably forecast the
consequences, not only for lake fisheries, but also for water quality.”
He worries that by artificially controlling lake trout populations, shrimp populations would
balloon. Opossum shrimp prey heavily on zooplankton, which eat lake algae. So reducing the
dominant lake trout might cause massive blooms in pollution algae, especially if pollution levels
around the lake keep increasing.
Stanford said more study is needed. Luckily he heads the perfect facility for such research.
Anyone interested in learning more about the Flathead Lake Biological Station is welcome to attend
the open house Saturday. For more information, call (406) 982-3301 or visit the station’s web site at
http://www.umt.edu/biology/fibs.
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